
D
emocratically elected governments, no matter what
their majority, must govern for all the people, not just
those who voted for the ruling party, or who contributed

financially to their campaign. Otherwise, where is the inherent
wisdom of democracy? Certainly not in a polarized ping-pong
of governments between ‘them’ and ‘us’. 

Successive governments used to recognize the need for
stability by building on the achievements of previous ones, even
those of a different political stripe. It was not the custom of new
governments, even those elected by a protest vote, to undertake
a complete reversal of the previous government’s policies, but
rather to examine carefully the situation when they came into
office, and guide a transition to new, and hopefully improved,
strategies. This has been the custom, even in British Columbia.

No government has a mandate for massive change within a
single term, or even two terms; societies and economies cannot
change that fast. This is particularly true if the role of
government is to be substantially altered. 

A mixed economy, with publicly owned infrastructure,
cannot suddenly be altered to a market-driven economy
dependent on private capital. Individuals and social agencies
that depend on government funding cannot suddenly be cast
loose upon charity or volunteers. Businesses built upon a
careful balance between economic development and
environmental responsibility cannot suddenly adapt to changes
in policies and legislation that change that balance.

The result of such sudden changes is instability at least,
often chaos, and frequently failure. The inability to consider
how such a transition could be managed  lays a foundation for
the failure of a perfectly good idea whose time has come.

Politically, of course, the time that should be taken to
responsibly manage such changes may exceed the time that a
new government can expect to remain in a position to
implement them. This time period is often less than, say, a full
four year term, since such a term is typically divided into one
year of getting started, two years of decisive, and possibly
unpleasant, action and a year of papering over the cracks
preparatory to a hoped for re-election.

This cycle is, in fact, another of those characteristics of
parliamentary democracy which works for social and economic

stability and against radical change. Sudden change leads to
instability. Evolutionary change, carefully planned, would work
better for all.

Thus, in the spirit of William Shakespeare’s seven ages of
man, we can see at least five ages of government, a certain life
cycle to polarized political movements. This life cycle may take
two or more terms to play itself out—if a government lasts that
long.

The First Age of Government - Infancy
When a new government is first formed, it is pregnant with
massive changes, to be implemented as soon as possible. The
usual excuse for this is the urgency of implementation of
election promises. 

These early months are, in fact, a period of amateur and
inexperienced government, in which mistakes are made, some
of them with massive long-term consequences, and other
initiatives meet almost instant failure. It is a period when the
new government fails to listen to advice and demonstrates its
ignorance of history (and often an ignorance of other things). 

For example, many governments recently have started their
rule with massive tax cuts (‘an election promise’) without any
clear idea of what these might mean for the financing of this
same government in the future.

The Second Age - Adolescence
Should the new government survive this first infantile period, it
will then proceed to a more measured implementation of its
ideas. Some will be quietly dropped (‘we will eliminate the
GST’). Others will be introduced despite having been totally
absent from any election platform, or even opposed (‘we will
not privatize BC Rail’). Policies that have already failed will be
re-introduced in another form. Some initiatives will be watered
down to the extent that they are totally meaningless, and all the
political capital expended on them will be wasted (‘cracking
down on welfare cheats’).

About this time the inevitable temptations of office will start
to make themselves felt, and some individuals will start to take
advantage of their newly found (and unsupervised) power. It’s
very tempting, and the awful truth is that despite the
opposition, the auditors, and the media, in fact hardly anyone is
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watching. Government is complicated enough that very few
people have the knowledge and the patience to detect a decent
scam. It’s far easier to be corrupt than to detect corruption.

The only thing in the way of corruption is conscience and
ethics, and they vary somewhat from official to official. Little
corruptions lead, over time, to big corruptions. The challenge
for any government is (a) sticking with the small ones and (b)
not getting caught.

The Third Age - Early Maturity
The major policies are in place, and the work of both politicians
and the civil service is mainly to either make them work, or
cover up the fact that they don’t. It might be termed the
managerial phase.

There aren’t a lot of new initiatives to be introduced. But
day-to-day emergencies, ranging from weather to wars,
continue to occur on an unscheduled basis, and the voters start
to measure the quality of government by how well they are
protected from the inevitable unfortunate consequences.

It is in this phase that things can start to go seriously wrong.
The gradual decline of the economy, the growth of regional
inequalities, long-term damage to the environment, the
development of a difficult social underclass, the deterioration of
the nation’s physical infrastructure—this type of thing can
sneak up on a government without any warning while it is
trying to look as though it knows how to deal with mad cow
disease or the most recent Halifax hurricane. These are the
issues that will plant the seeds for the next change of
government. Just watch.

The Fourth Age - Complacency
‘Things are just fine’ is the motto for this one. And in fact,
stability is the major characteristic. Probably too much stability.
The government posture is one of complacency, characterized

by the development of elaborate plans for goals that are far in
the future, and a marked reluctance to tackle the really big, long-
term problems (for examples see previous section, The Third
Age).

What is really needed at this point is a visionary to lead us
into the future. He may even be an unpopular visionary. But
what we are likely to get is a government that is reluctant to
undertake any action that is not supported by a massive
consensus. This is characterized as ‘consultative’ government;
entertainment is provided by numerous commissions (royal
and otherwise), fact-finding tours, parliamentary committees,
‘wise persons,’ retired judges, not-yet-retired judges, and
senators. There’s an excess of expertise, and no action. We are
drowned in a flood of information, much of it depressing. 

Meanwhile, there is a growing industry in investigations.
Those who discovered their talents in ‘The Second Age’ have by
this time graduated to really substantial scams, aided by the
fact that by now the government has been in power so long that
everyone in any position of authority got there the same way.
The police are objects of suspicion, having been accused of
involvement in so many things (the sponsorship scandal,
sending people for Syrian holidays, using journalists as
informants) that it now takes them years to investigate
anything. This provides entertainment for the media, who have
given up expecting the government to do anything significant.

The Fifth Age - Early Retirement
After stability comes, naturally, instability. This fifth age is
usually brief, and is ended by an election.

An election is a process in which everyone tries hard to
elevate the unimportant over the essential, and the irrelevant
over the critical. Government as we know it ceases while sound
and fury are generated—and you know what Mr Shakespeare
said that signified.  ✐


